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ABSTRACT 



John W. Thierct ( K)20-200oj, an internationally recognized American plant taxonomist, is I'cmem- 
bered as a consummate Held botanist, exemplar)' teacher, acclaimed author, superb editor, line her- 
barium director, inspiring mentor to studenis and colleagues, and noble Iriend. 



RliSUMHN 



John VV. Thieret (02(5-2005), taxonomode plantas estadounidense reconcacido en todoel mundo, es 
recordado como un consumado botanico de campo, un prolesor ejemplar, un autor aclamado. un 
magnitico redactor, un exceleme director de herbario, una inspiracion como mentor para sus 
estudiantes y colegas, y un noble amigo. 

One of the most renowned American plant taxonomists of the 20th century 
hasdied. It is with great sadnessand a profound sense of loss that this ref lective 
tribute is written about the life and career of John W. Thieret, Professor Tmcri- 
tusof Biological Sciences at Northern Kentucky University, retired Director of 
the Northern Kentucky University I Icrbarium, and Associate Editor of Siclci. 




Contributions to Botany, and Editor ol the Journal of the Ke 
Science (JKAS).john suffered a brain aneurysm at his home in Alexandria, Ken- 
tucky, on 6 December 2005, while editing a manuscript for theJKAS. He never 
regained consciousness and died on 7 December. He was 79 years old. 

John William Thieret was bc')rn c')ii 1 August 1926, in Chicago, Illinois, the 
only child ol Hans and Lorena Thicrct. Growing up, he was interested in plants 
and became an avid student ol botany during his school days at Hyde Park I ligh 
School. At Hyde Park, John met his luture wife, Mildred Wolf, fittingly in a 
botany class. Alter working briefly in Chicago, John moved to Logan, Utah, to 

s later, Mildred also moved to Logan 
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and attended Utah State. Thev were married on 13 March 1950, bv one ol their 

y ^ 2 

professors, alter completing their Evolution final exams. Both earned their B.S. 
degrees in 1950:John's in Botany and Mildreds in Bactcriolcagy. They remained 
at Utah State Unix'crsity for graduate work and in 1951, John earned his M.S. in 
Botany with a thesis in barley genetics and Mildred completed her M.S. in Bac- 
teriology. They then returned to Chicago, where John attended the University 
ol Chicago to work on his doctorate under Theodor K. Just, Chief Curator ol the 

urn of Natural I listory.John received his Ph.D. in Botany in 
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John's senior high school photo at Hyde Park High School, Chicago, ca. 1946. 



1953. The title ol Johns dissertation was “Cross A/ 
Savphulariaceuc and Classificaticmo/ the Family. 



lovy of ih 






Later in 1953, John became Assistant Curator ol Lconomic Botany at the 




While at the Field Museum, he made collecting trips to Cuba, Mexico, the north- 
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ern Great Plains of the United States, and the Northwest Territories of Canada. 
Jc'jhn authored 26 publications during that time and his special interests in the 
Poaceae and Scrophulariaccae were evident in his published works. John pub- 
lished five new nomenclatural combinations while at the Field Museum, lie 
also wrote three articles on the I lora and v 





Territories. 

John 

sorot Bioloevt 

O j 

1961tol973.AtUSL, 

six M.S. theses and one Ph.D, 





■ and later Proles- 
.ouisiana, Lafayette (USl J I rom 
aduate research projects, aiid directed 





most of his personal research in the southeastern United States, with an em- 
phasis on the l.OLiisiana flora. At USL, he authored or co-authored 47 articles. 
John named lour plant 
Cy perns 

Isoctcs louisianciisis Thierct: iind Liniiupdiila x /[u/uviciejnu Thicret. From his 




new to science 




m 





saye; Cyperus lonisiuncnsisThicrct; 



work at USL, John published 1 1 nomenclatural combinations. 1 Ic also published 
his first two generic I lora treatmcntsol the southeastern United States, live more 
articles from his investigations in the Canadian Northwest Territories, and sev- 
eral new United States or North American plant records. 

John made his linal academic career move in 1973, when he Joined the lac- 
ulty at Northern Kentucky University (,NKU) in 1 lighland Flcights, as Prolcs- 
sor and Chair of the Department of Biologica 
at NKU, the presence of the Lloyd Libraiy in Cincinnati. and relocatinghislam- 
ily to live in a cooler climate, were especially appealing to him. John served as 
Chair until 1980 and continued as Prolcssor until retiring in 1992, with the title 
Professor Emeritus ol Bioloe,ical Sciences. 




John loved teaching and was an e.xemplary teacher in the classroom, labo- 
ratory, and field. I lis classes were challenging, enjoyable, inlormative, popular, 
and he helped many students reach their lull potential. He always was avail- 
able to students and colleagues for discussions about botany, academics, or just 
about life. John was a strong believer in providing students with actual plant 



specimens, either 1 resh or dried, lor a "hands-on a 




. and he went to great 



effort to accomplish that goal. In the I icld, John's passion lor botany was espe- 
cial I v contagious and he al wavs lelt rejuvenated al ter a I ield trip with students. 



John generously shared his expertise and enthusiasm lor botany, especially plant 
taxonomy, with students, colleagues, and the general public lor 32 years. I lis 
exuberance, magnetic personality, and knowledge were inspirations to every- 
one his activities touched. 

ITti' many years, John’s summer actix'ities were locused on teaching at vari- 
ous biological I icld stations. I le served as Visiting I xeturer in Botany at the Itasca 
Biological Station, University ol Minnesota; 
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John's faculty photo at University of Southwestern Louisiana, Lafayette, 1972 . 



and the Franz Theodore Stone Laboratory, Ohio State University. John enjoyed 
the llora ol cooler climates, and biological stations provided Mildred and his 
children (Robert, Nancy, Richard, Jellrey, and Jcnniler) new environments to 
experience. 1 le also conducted major field travels in the southeastern, south- 
western, and northwestern I 'nited States, the Great Basin ol Nevada and Utah, 
and the Canadian Arctic, Ncv\'loundland, and Ontario. 
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John with Fraser magnolia in West Virginia during 1998 (D.M. Brandenburg). 



John authored or co-authored with other botanists, 58 relerecd journal ar- 
ticles at NKU. 1 le frequently collaborated in research activities and publica- 
tic^ns with current and lormer undergraduate and graduate students and 
younger NKU colleagues. Indeed, he wasa mentor whose enthusiasm wascon- 
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acri virics. The sc 




anists I rom many ot her insi h ut ions to nui'sue research 



tag ions and ins 

hisccillaborative reseai eh ranged I rom iin csrications in 

o o 



Kent Lickv. research elsew'here in the L'nited .States, to the massiv'C North America 

/ 

I lora project, john was the prime mover and inspirati^m ol the Kentucky I lora 
pi'oject. which cuhninaied with the publication ol Ronald h. Jones' PUiiU Life oj 
Kcnl tnhv ui 200b. John served as liditorial /Associate and cont ributed the treat- 
ment ol the Poaceae lor t his comprehensive I lora. 



LXiring his tenure at NKU.John was the attthor or co-author ol live bool 



:<S. 



These books were entitled: LoiiisiLinu Fernsund Fern Allies: Aijinilie and Wel- 
lund Iduntso/ KeiUuekv: Trees; A Quick Re/erenee Ciuide m Tires o/ North 
AmericLi: Assessinenl oihl Mu/u/gemenl ol Flout /uvu.siuii.s; and Niitiouol Aiidu- 
h(Ui Society Field Guide to North Americon Wildj lowers: Foslern ReGon. I lis 



books continue tcT scr\'e man\' audiences, I rom prolessional botanists to ama- 
teur plant enthusiasts. 

One ol John Thicret's crowning achiewments was estabi ishing the North- 
ern Kentuckx' I'niversitx 1 lerbarium (KNKj in 1073. /\s its lirst Director, he built 

> .r 

the herlTariLtm I rom his personal collections, additions by colleagues and stu- 
dents, and through an active specimen e.xchange with various national and 
intei'uational herbaria. Current!}', KNK has ox’er 3b, 000 mounted specimens 
with strong re presen tat ion I rom Kent uck\', t he Southeast, and the Midwest, The 
KNK collection lias the highest species dix'ersity among Ketitucky herbaria col- 
lections. Throueh his el lorts. the KNK herbarium has become the best-curated 



herbarium in Kentuckx’. john donated his entire 600 book relerence librarv to 

/ y 

the herbarium to lurther support Imtanical research. 

|ohn xvas a consummate Meld botanist xvhose e.xcel lent Meld abilities and 



e.xtensix'ce; 




ial components ol his accomplishments. 1 le had 



an incredil.ile memorv loi all ol the plantsthat he had ex'erencountered and xx'ould 

V 

make accitrate Meld identilications even il he had seen the plants onlv once 
rom sex'eral decades ago. This liletime inx'entory combined xxhth an amazing 
eye lor detail enabled John to locate species that others xx'ould pass. John made an 

, United States, and North American 




astounding number ol new state, rej 
[ilant records during his career. Most contem|iorarv alpha plant ta.xonomists 
concetitrate their studx' on a lexx' groups, xx'rite I loras at the local or state lex'cl, 
pursue t loristics, or other ta.xonomic xvorks. |(,dm xvas one ol the last ol a rare and 
remarkable group ol Meld naturalists whose breach li and depth ol knoxxJedge 
ol botanical lile throughout the United States and Canada xvas unparalleled in 
is later x'ears. I le xx'as an ardent plant collector throughout his prolessional 
career with specimen accession n ttm be rsox'ci' 62,000. |ohn accurately identified 





into x’arioits herbaria and metieulouslx' mounted hisoxx n 



/ 



al I plants 



plant specimens. 

John Thieret xvas an intcrnationallx' knoxvn botanist, excellent educator, 
xvise scholar, and gentleman. 1 le dcarlv loved his lamilx', and alter lamilx'. 




s 
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John in the NKU herbarium, one his crowning achievements at Northern Kentucky University. 
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great passion was plants. Although jolm was loeuscd on plant ta.xonoiny and 
learning new plants hisentire lilc, he had other diverse interests ineludingclas- 
sieal music, particularly opera. He also en 




aring his 



nowlcdge lar be- 



yond botany and the natural sciences through verbal discourse about diverse 
topics in history, literature, art, religion, and the .social sciences. 



Scientists olten are judged by the number ol articles by them or about them. 
I this is any measure ot a person. John stands taller than a coastal redwood. I">ur- 




mal articles and 



ing his prolessional career, 
book articles. Forty-two articles appeared in Sichi.C.'onl rihul ioiistoBoUiny, which 
was his lavoritc journal. 1 le also regularly published in Bart(>niii.Cciniulian Biclcl- 
Nitlurcilist.Qislciuca. Ecofuiniic Botunw /(Uinuilolthc Arnold A rhoivt urn. Rhodora, 



TdXOI],i 




(Uinnilo/thc Kentucky Aau 




icncc. In addition 



to books, journal articles, and 19 nomcnclatural combinations, John wrote 136 
book reviews, 63 articles lor /:ncvc/u/\ict/iu BritanniCii. 46 articles for Hncvclopc- 
dici Anicricaihi, nnd many ptipular science articles. 

John served several signil leant eLlitorshijTs and advisory roles during his 
prolessional career. He wasa Member ol the Editorial Board of Ecunum/h B<>Uinv 
Irom 1939-1963, Book Editor ol tconon\ic Botunv from 1939-1984, Editor from 
1986-1990, and Associate Editor Irom 1992-2002. I le was a lounding Member 
ol the Editorial Board lor the Vascular Flora of the .Southeastern United Slates 
project I rom 1981-2003, and wrotesex'cn southeastern generic 1 1 ora treatments. 
|ohn served as the Associate Editor ol Sidci. CjwI ri hut Ions h) Bold nv. I rom 

mr' 

1972-2005, and contributed to its excellence and prestige through his dedicated 
work, Barney E. hi pscomb, current Editor of Sidu, Botanical Research Institute 
ol Texas, notes, “John wasa towering lighthouse to the editors of Sidd. 1 1 is stead- 
last editorial, 'light, was a ne\'er ending source ol guidance and nax ieation in 



1 



<eeping 
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d on a positive course. 






From 1981-1993, John sei'ved as -Abstract Editorol Trdusdclionsoj the Kcn- 
liickv Acddc my of Science O KASj. 1 le then assttmed the position of Editor o 
TK-A.s in 1996 and changed the title Irom Trdnsd< I i<ms to Jounidl of ihc Ken- 
tucky Acddany of Science (.JKASj in 1998 to better rcl lect its content. Throttgh 
his ellorts.John greatly enhanced the stature ol the JKAS as a multi-disciplin- 
ary journal ot state and regiiTnal scientilic literature. 

Fturing 1983-2005, one ol his most signil icant roles was serving asa Mem- 
ber ol the Editorial C.om m i ttee ol the monumental multi-vol time project, /duru 
of Nid'l h Anicric d Nimth <>/ Mexico. 1 le edited t he I i rst 1 0 pubi ished vol times and 
prepared 23 lamily and generic treatments. John also wasan Advisor in Botaiw 

y 

lor Kncvclopdcdid Bi itcinnii ci from 1939-2003 and a Member of the Atb'isory 
Committee at the I lovd Eibrarv in Cincinnati from 1992-2003. 



|ohn lox'cd etiitingand hisabilitx' asan editta' wase.xtraordinar\'. I le wasa 



perlect icmist tind a superlative editt.ir second tc) none, but his ellorts alwa\'s 
brought out tlie best in authors. Those who submitted mantiscnpts lor |ohns 
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editorial scrutiny often found them returned with a profusion of red ink on the 
printed text. When his recommended changes were made, the greatly improved 



manuscripts always told the story better. 

John received many awards and honors during his career. One of his most 
esteemed honors was having a mint in the Lamiaceae that he discovered in Loui- 
siana named for him. In 1964, botanist Lloyd H. Shinners named this new spe- 
cies Scutellaria thieretii Shinners. 

He received the 1984 Distinguished Kentucky College/University Scien- 
tist Award from the Kentucky Academy of Science for his significant academic 
research and teaching contributions to the Commonwealth. John was recently 
presented the 2005 Outstanding Academy Service Award from the Kentucky 
Academy of Science for his outstanding editorial contributions to the JKAS. 

To commemorate his contributions to the Northern Kentucky University 
Herbarium, it was officially renamed The John W Thieret Herbarium by the 
Northern Kentucky University Board of Regents on 22 March 2006. 

In 1994, he established The John W. Thieret Research Award as an annual 
award to the NKU biological sciences student who accomplished the most sig- 
nificant research. The Thieret family would like to continue this student honor, 
and have asked that donations in his memory be sent to the Northern Kentucky 
University Foundation, designated to that research award. 

John is survived by his devoted wife of 55 years, Mildred Thieret, his five 
children, Robert, Nancy, and Jeffrey in Minnesota, Richard in China, and Jenni- 
fer in Kentucky, seven grandchildren, and five great-grandchildren. 

John Thieret was one of the patriarchs of North American plant taxonomy, 
and one of the last great field naturalists of the 20th century. His death marks 
the ending of a botanical era, but his legacy continues through the work of many 
lormer students and colleagues. John was an inspiring and stabilizing mentor 
who enriched the lives of those who knew him. He will be greatly missed by all. 
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